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Labor Women’s Queensland Conference 
100 Years of Suffrage. How Far Have We Come? 
 
6th March 2005 
 
14 Peel Street 
South Brisbane, Queensland 
 
The Australian Labor Party acknowledges the generations of traditional 
custodians who have performed ceremonies, conducted trade and maintained 
cultural practices on this country. In the spirit of reconciliation, the Australian 
Labor Party affirms its equal partnership with Aboriginal People and Torres 
Strait Islanders for the ongoing custodianship and maintenance of country 
throughout this State.1 I offer recognition to the other Aboriginal women and 
to the Torres Strait Islander women who are participating in this conference.    
 
I wish to begin with a quote from Kay, an Aboriginal woman, who is 46 years 
old. 
 
When I think about my own health issues, you’re hitting that 
statistic now, it could be good-bye anytime, we are all 
reminded of that all the time, ‘cause our mates are passing 
away, and you think, well, they were the same age as me, I 
am 46, and I am coming up to the time which tells us most 
black fellas don’t make it after this ... it is something that when 
you reach 40, this is, hit the hump and start heading down hill 
and white people hit 60 and think they hit the hump (Kay in 
Fredericks, 2003: 255).  
 
Kay’s words give us an understanding of the reality for many Aboriginal 
women and Torres Strait Islander women, she shows how this reality 
becomes internalised, how we come to know ourselves, other Aboriginal 
women and Torres Strait Islander women and what we face within our lives, 
daily, weekly, monthly and yearly. Kay’s words also express an understanding 
of the reality of aging and health as it relates to non-Indigenous people and 
non-Indigenous women.  
                                                 
1 Quoted from the Australian Labor Party (State of Queensland)’s 2004 Rules 
 2
 
When we are compared to other women in Australia, we are collectively 
considered the most socially and economically disadvantaged, we also have 
the poorest health status. We can read in a report by the National Health and 
Medical Research Council (NH&MRC) that, “Aboriginality is itself a health 
hazard” (1996:24). We know we are collectively sicker and more likely to have 
diabetes or heart and respiratory diseases, poorer, less educated, more likely 
to be unemployed, less skilled, and face greater numbers of our family in jail; 
where some might die. We have smaller babies and a greater number of our 
babies die, our children do not participate in education to the same levels as 
your children and are more likely to come into contact with the Police, juvenile 
justice and be in the care of people other than us. As women we are subject 
to higher levels of injury, violence, racism, sexism, and are regarded as 
marginal, a minority and more. The reality for us is that we as women die 
some 20 years younger than you and will probably be dead before we can 
access an aged care residential facility, an aged pension or our 
superannuation if we have superannuation. We do not look forward to long 
retirements. We as women witness the deaths of so many of us through the 
number of funerals we attend and feel the multiple losses of family and 
community members.  We are reminded of our own mortality and of our reality 
daily, and it is this reality that is in our dreams when we sleep.  
 
I will make mention at this point that the statistics comparing urban Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander women to those in regional and remote areas show 
little variance. What I have shared is the collective reality between Aboriginal 
women and Torres Strait Islander women. I share this reality to give you a 
sense of our lives as women. You may think that women’s issues have 
advanced in some areas in the last 100 years.  I say to you that we have not 
come far enough in the last 100 years, the last 50 years, 20 years or even the 
last 5 years.  
 
I now ask you to reflect.  
 
When you look at us, as individuals, or as a group, in person what do you 
see?   
 
Do you understand or have a comprehension of our lived realities?  
 
Do you understand our lived realities as individual Aboriginal women and 
Torres Strait Islander women and our collective reality?  
 
I received an email last week from a non-Indigenous friend. She is in a 
relationship with an Aboriginal woman and shared that as part of that 
relationship and family in the past twelve months she had been to 9 funerals. 
For the first time, this non-Indigenous woman who had worked in women’s 
arenas expressed an understanding that was never there before. It was as if a 
window on our reality had opened. She additionally had a sense of her reality 
in relation to our reality. I now have a greater connection with her as a human 
being and a friend along with awareness that her commitment to Aboriginal 
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women and Torres Strait Islander women will now be more in tune with what 
Aboriginal women, and Torres Strait Islander women, want and need.  
 
When you read something about women generally and think about yourself, 
do you also understand how it relates to our reality as Aboriginal woman and 
Torres Strait Islander women? Are we part of your internalised thinking as you 
are for us?  I would take a guess that perhaps for many of you we are not. I 
wish to put forward that we need to be, we need to be for our relationships as 
women to become stronger, deeper and to be based on a shared open 
understanding of each other, and for our issues and our positioning to 
improve.  
 
I share with you that the urgency that was with us in the past as Aboriginal 
women and Torres Strait Islander women is still with us now. The statistics 
and our reality demonstrates this.  I urge you to see this urgency, share in this 
urgency and act on this urgency with us.  
 
How can you do this? 
 
A health example, which can be easily related to other areas, might provide 
some guidance. Aboriginal women and Torres Strait Islander women are said 
to be within the ‘margin’ or ‘marginal’ as the dominant view is ‘centred’. We 
are asked to fit within someone else’s framework of health care, of community 
and of seeing the world. At times we are also asked to fit into a dominant 
viewpoint of women’s knowledge, the women’s movement and women’s and 
broader health care. It is these views that are given privilege; status and 
prominence in Australian contemporary society and generally over ride all 
other views and systems, and it is these views that we are asked to fit in with 
or accept. If we do not adopt these views and systems or work against ‘fitting 
in’, we are put further at risk of remaining sick, poor and being left in the 
margins. When we access the health services and women’s services because 
we are in absolute need, not because we necessarily agree with the 
viewpoints, we can sometimes serve to affirm the dominant and privileged 
viewpoint and its models of service delivery. The services can tick yes they 
are serving Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women.  
 
Understand that at times it is as if Aboriginal women and Torres Strait Islander 
women must accept the worldview from which such services operate, and at 
times almost place our viewpoints to the side to receive a service; all the while 
the services and the staff within those services can ignore our viewpoints? 
Aboriginal women and Torres Strait Islander women can be and are forced to 
affirm the dominant values and sacrifice our own in the name of receiving 
health care to ‘improve our health status’. This situation therefore forces us to 
give up our inherent and alienable Indigenous rights to our worldviews. This is 
our experienced reality and may only improve our health to a limited capacity 
and research and numerous reports show our health status has improved in 
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some areas and got worse in other areas, this is despite all the programs and 
services. 
 
Any improvements to our health status is intrinsically linked to Indigenous 
identity and an Indigenous sense of well-being. Recognition and affirmation of 
this is vital if Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health and well-being is 
going to improve. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander worldviews must be 
incorporated, we must be able to move from the margin in ways that we want 
to move, we must be able to contest knowledge, philosophies and 
frameworks, participate in forming and establishing policies and services, and 
in service delivery and evaluation in ways that shift and share power. This 
needs to be applied across a range of areas, health is but one. There are 
many others, a community group, government department, university, union, 
professional body or some other entity.  
 
I ask you to … 
 
Make us part of the dialogue and action at all levels and not just added on as 
a consultation, almost as an afterthought, as if we have nothing of value or 
nothing to offer in the development, theorising, conceptualisation, analysis 
and evaluation.   
 
Make us part of the dialogue when thinking about who you would like to stand 
as a candidate in a local, State and Federal election.  
 
Make us part of the dialogue and acting at all levels, not just for the “pretty 
business” of being a guest speaker, reading a poem, offering an 
acknowledgement or recognition to country or setting up a display. We are 
much more than this and always reducing us to this is merely focusing on the 
exotic cultural expression and places us always in a way as entertainment. I 
now say you can’t have this without engagement in the whole.  
 
Make us part of the dialogue and acting at all levels, and don’t just ask us to 
help you make something fit us, or encompass us, or make some of the 
existing or newly developed mainstream programs and services culturally 
appropriate. In this, we are really just accommodated in the mainstream 
because we are an afterthought, add on, altered after the fact, and yes, there 
may be some adjustments such as a few posters stuck up on the walls and a 
liaison officer or position created, but the essence, the inner core of what 
exists stays the same.  
 
When you do make us part of the dialogue do not call us witches, stirrers, 
troublemakers, poison pens, bitches and worse or see us as being almost 
‘ungrateful’ and ‘unappreciative’ of what is being done for us and on our 
behalf when we raise concerns or express a conflicting point of view. Do not 
accuse us of being unwilling to compromise or follow the rules, or perceive us 
to be uneducated, unacceptable, aggressors and confrontational. All of this 
negates us as women, our versions of history and the positioning of us as 
seen by us. It sits us back in the position of the dominant society thinking it 
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knows what is best for us. Remember we know what is best for us. It will not 
be easy as part of the challenge is about challenging yourself. 
 
I ask you to reflect on your own activities, at what point do you extend an 
invitation to Aboriginal women or Torres Strait Islander women to move from 
the periphery of all, from the outside, as an add on, or after thought, to being 
part of your internalised thinking and the doing in the centre, this is what we 
need. What would be the consequences for you? What would be the 
consequences for us? 
 
Understand this, that when one looks at us from a non-Indigenous Australian 
viewpoint, the dominant view is that we are always away from the centre, 
living in or at the margin. If we look from our viewpoints, we as women, our 
men and children and community are in the centre, the rest of the world is at 
or in the margin. Thus we are at the margin and at the centre, within and 
without, inside and outside at the same time. We need to always consider all. 
Our survival within the dominant society is dependent on this…  
 
Where do you see yourself in relation to Aboriginal women and Torres Strait 
Islander women?  
 
Are you on a group, committee, in a work area with Aboriginal women and 
Torres Strait Islander women?  
 
In this environment do you really know how she thinks? What are her issues? 
Do you understand her reality and the realities of other Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander women? 
 
Do you understand how Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women see 
elections, candidates, factions, and elections within plebiscites?  
 
Do you ever think that may be the woman or man your faction has put up is 
not the best candidate and that may be, just may be, you might stand up for a 
change based on affirmative action to see an Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander woman’s name put forward?  
 
Do you?  
 
Or, do you just go along with the faction or the branch or the way that you are 
told to vote? I say this because despite all the talk of wanting to have 
Aboriginal Torres Strait Islander election candidates it has still not happened. I 
will not listen to ‘we don’t have anyone’. This reeks of non-Indigenous people 
thinking that they know more about which Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 
people might be more suitable and who might be available than we do. We 
will have people if the will is there to make it happen. After all, it is done for 
people within and tied to unions, factions, electoral offices and particular 
branches. There are enough examples and situations that I don’t have to point 
to any particular example. We all know about incidences where someone has 
almost been gifted the ‘job’.  The number of non-Indigenous women who have 
been given ‘jobs’ now stands in stark contrast to the number of Aboriginal or 
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Torres Strait Islander women who have been given ‘jobs’.  The way I see it at 
this present time, is that there is a gulf between the theory and practice of the 
Party and the personal actions of numerous women and men within the Party 
in regards to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.  
 
How do you see it? Where do you situate yourself? 
 
If you have been party to the gifting of a job or been gifted such a job or role, 
are you prepared to offer the same leg up to an Aboriginal or Torres Strait 
Islander woman? If so, why hasn’t it happened yet? Are you putting alliances 
over morality and ethics? I say this because something else is being 
privileged other than Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander women.  
 
If you are squirming in your seat right now, is it because of what I am saying? 
Or is it your reaction to what I am saying? They are two distinctly different 
things. 
 
Moving back to the personal which without doubt links to the political, are you 
in any way part of an Aboriginal woman’s or Torres Strait Islander woman’s 
centre? Are you a friend in terms of what you understand a friend to be or are 
you an acquaintance? What can you do to change this? 
 
Do you share outings, family events and are you seen as part of an extended 
network of an Aboriginal woman or Torres Strait Islander woman? 
 
Do you go for dinner, lunch or coffee where you don’t talk work or the 
business of the group, committee or want to know something or get her to 
help you?  
 
Are you within and of her centre or are you on the edge? Are you within her 
margin? 
 
I am not suggesting that all women run out and start inviting Aboriginal 
women or Torres Strait Islander women for dinner or to events. I am placing 
these questions to offer a point. The lines between the margin and centre 
need to be defused. What is considered the dominant, white, ‘normalised’ 
culture needs to be addressed. We need you on board to assist and support 
us do the work we do. We need you to understand our realities beyond the 
statistics, beyond the realm of work or a community group, a committee, a 
newspaper article or the subject of some TV show.   
 
Historically, Aboriginal women and Torres Strait Island women generally 
found little comfort or support from non-Indigenous women in Australia who 
were historically involved in the subordination of Aboriginal women and Torres 
Strait Island women. I say to you that as non-Indigenous women you need to 
take on the responsibility of knowing our collective reality and some of our 
individual realities. You also need to take on the responsibility of knowing your 
own reality in relation to us. If you don’t come to understand our realities and 
move to further understand the positions of privilege which you hold as part of 
the dominating culture, the white Australian culture, then Aboriginal women 
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and Torres Strait Islander women will continue to remain in the position of 
surviving and struggling, the marginal, disadvantaged, oppressed, exploited,  
‘Other’; forever trying to be re-empowered. We will remain distinct and forever 
the add-on, after thought, asked to undertake the “pretty business” for non-
Indigenous people including non-Indigenous women and we will only ever be 
accommodated. In being denied our rights and the ability to be the strong 
sovereign women that we are supposed to be, enacting our roles, rights and 
responsibilities we remain unhealthy, spiritually, culturally, emotionally, 
mentally, sexually, socially and physically. We will continue to the most 
socially and economically disadvantaged and have the poorest health status 
and our children and our grandchildren will inherit the statement that 
“Aboriginality is itself a health hazard” (NH&MRC, 1996:24).  We as Aboriginal 
women and Torres Strait Islander women are getting on with our work and 
taking up our responsibilities. We are focusing on our issues of Native Title 
and sovereignty, Stolen Generations, Stolen Wages, cultural affirmation and 
advocating for improvements in health, housing, employment and life’s 
circumstances. 
 
We have our own responsibilities. Labor Women of this Conference, I urge 
you to take up your responsibility in relationship to us.  
 
We cannot carry your responsibility and ours.  
 
Once again, Labor women of this Conference, I urge you to take up your 
responsibility in relation to us. 
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